INFINITE GAMES: LET'S PLAY FOREVER
Art, as I have experienced it, is fun. That's the way I've thought of it and I hope that I always consider art to be fun. That does not mean that I do not take it seriously or that I don't consider it to be work. I am just more interested in thinking of art as playing a game than working on a project of labor.
Much thought, it would seem, has been put into the "work" part of "art work." While I do consider what I do to be work, and the place I do much of it to be a studio or office, much in line with a sense of labor, it surprises and saddens me a bit to so seldom see art work characterized as play. "Art play" can be as, or even more productive than, art work in my opinion, though it can take some work to convince others, even those directly involved, that they are indeed being productive, as opposed to merely goofing off. Johan Huizinga's lecture The Play Element of Culture, which became the basis for his book Homo Ludens, a playful use of Latin to mean "the playing man", was frequently incorrectly referred to as "The Play Element in Culture." The initial subtitle of this thesis was to be "The Importance of Play in Art", but perhaps I, like Huizinga, should intend to say play "of" art and not "in." Much as Huizinga did not wish to examine how play manifested itself among other elements of culture, but rather wanted to examine the element of play that existed in culture as a whole, I also do not wish to, I believe, examine the importance of play in art, but rather the importance of the element of play that I believe to already exist in all art. Just as play can only exist once the most basic of needs on Maslow's Hierarchy are met, art is usually considered a vital part of human life only once the fire is burning, there is a full pot cooking over it, and there is a dining room in which to eat.
As it was surely made obvious in my master's thesis, "My First Word was Video", I am a collector, and this passion, or perhaps obsession, runs among items beyond just VHS tape. I picked up a book during a fairly recent session of hoarding called Finite and Infinite Games, by James P. Carse, that spoke to my artistic philosophy.
Carse argues that life should be played as an infinite game, rather than a finite game. The differences, especially as they are relevant to my art, can be enumerated as such:
Finite games have a clear beginning and end, with a clearly defined goal (victory) and a clear definition of victory. Rules exist to define this victory. In many ways, finite games are zero sum games (in a zero sum game, a victory by one player is balanced by the defeat of another player). Participation in a finite game is usually voluntary, though once one is playing, their participation is not, as ending participation is often a means of "losing", as set out by the rules.
Infinite games do not have a start or finish. The goal of the game, rather than being victory for any particular player, is to keep the game going and to involve more people in the game. Rules exist to facilitate the continued existence of the game.
Participation in an infinite game is often involuntary, as the player may not realize they are playing a "game." An infinite game is not zero sum. Success for a player is not conditionally based on the failure of another. In fact, success of a player may be part of another player's success. In many ways, everyone playing an infinite game is on the same team.
the book, I found overwhelming parallels between his philosophy on life and my own philosophy on art and I strongly feel that art, as I play it, is an infinite game.
Perhaps I should again stress that art is an infinite game as I play it, or at least, as I try to. For many, art seems to be a finite game. The rules are those of the critics, the academy, the gallery owners, the collectors, and even the artists themselves. The goal can be fame, wealth, prestige, employment, or a place in art history. While I could hardly argue that those are not worthy goals, and I would have to be lying if I said I would not value a place in that finite game, and treasure a "victory", I try to engage in my art as though it is an infinite game, my goals being to keep the game going, involve more people, and participate in as many things as I can. There are many things that I would consider to be an art form that are competitive, exclusive, and profitable. Most sports, for example. For many, art can be and surely is fulfilling, as played finitely. Success is much easier to measure if the game is played finitely, with the tokens of achievement being the things I mentioned previously: fame, wealth, prestige, employment, or a place in art history. For myself, I find the competition involved in working in art to be an obstacle to overcome in order to really start having fun. The measure of success in art as an infinite game is difficult, if not impossible to measure. Art will continue to exist whether I "win" or "lose", so the goal of keeping the game, as a whole, going is mostly irrelevant. The goal of involving more people, enriching their experience, and inspiring others to pay these ideas forward is one of constant reaching. The purpose of art, or perhaps I should qualify this statement and specify my own art, is to, at the very least, make life more interesting for myself and for others. I receive a great deal of joy from art and if I can process, as well as inspiring others to do the same, I will feel like I am living a worthy life, regardless of whether or not I ever attain fame, wealth, prestige, employment, or a place in art history. That is not to say that I have resigned myself to a life of artistic hedonism, simply doing whatever seems most pleasurable. While I do believe that my life, both in general and as an artist, will be more enjoyable if I consider it to be an infinite game, I also 5 believe that my work benefits. Carse argues that when people consider themselves to be playing, even when involved in serious business, especially when involved in serious business, they are more likely to stay open-minded, thinking creatively and laterally.
Creative thinking is the strongest tool, if not the only tool, in art work and play, and by playing art as an infinite game, I can make better work, help others to make better work, and become involved in more things. While these are all things that appeal to my sense of fun, they are also things that will help advance me professionally, both in the art world and the academy, making it hard to discount this philosophy as being more than just a game. 
I WANT TO BELIEVE: IT'S MORE FUN
The suspension of disbelief is an intellectual muscle that is perhaps not flexed often in academic art, but it must be saved from its current state of impending atrophy. A work based on fiction, even if it does not seem to be serious in nature, still deserves to be taken seriously, at least in the sense that it should not be dismissed merely because the project takes a step away from reality. If a work portrays the loving and longing look of a laptop onto another object, the work should not be considered a failure merely because the viewer does not believe that a laptop can actually have these feelings. Here, I reference a piece done by my colleague, collaborator, friend and Intermedia graduate student Derek Andes. Having grown up on a steady diet of animated films involving inanimate objects displaying the full range of human emotion, I enjoyed the piece greatly.
Whereas readers have been trained to accept fiction in other modes of expression, such as film, literature, and theatre, it worries me that the same allowance is sometimes not made in the avenues of visual art I find myself in, and even less so in my experience of the world of academic art. To appreciate art is to agree to go on a ride with the artist. If a work takes you on a ride that involves the story of the artist living on a space station, it should not matter that the artist is standing in front of you, on terra firma. The same mental capacity to understand that former carpenter Harrison Ford is not actually a rogue scoundrel from a galaxy far, far away should be used in appreciating visual art. Is the desire of the audience to be told a story and play along not strong enough to fight past a certain need to suspend disbelief? Audiences that find themselves seeing everincreasingly realistic films and television seem to be losing the ability to see the unseen, a skill that was completely necessary in times past, when the play was the thing, and live theater a more viable avenue of expression. Plays in the age of cinema seem to be merely live-productions of films, with sets and special effects that rival their Hollywood counterparts (or rather, more and more frequently, inspirations, as the hit plays of today are so often staged versions of popular films). Without imagination, and the will to exercise it, we can only see the things that can be reproduced in reality. Audiences cannot reach past practical ability of man to create physical (or often digital) objects to help tell stories. Those that can imagine are able to see things that do not, will not, or cannot exist, except in the mind of an artist, and their own mind. They take an active role in their own experience. My own janky aesthetic, which often asks my viewers to see what is not there, to imagine things I offer are things of greater splendor, or a reality that sadly is not our own, can be quite fun for those that are strap themselves in and ride with me. My work fails for those that will not or are unable. While this ability is not often talked about in other forms of expression, perhaps it can be best described in visual art as a willingness to be playful, in understanding and participation.
People who are unwilling to play with me sometimes make me wish I could just get away from it all. By it all, I mean this planet. A project that I have been working on for the past couple years with Derek Andes is a multi-format, multi-faceted project called SpaceCamp. The project takes its name and some of its content from the 1980's children's action-adventure film of the same name, in which a group of students at Space Camp are inadvertently launched into space while taking a tour of the space shuttle. The narrative of our own project is quite similar, with the difference being that while the kids eventually returned to Earth, none the worse for wear, and having learned a little something about themselves, Derek and I stayed in space, having found an abandoned space station called the Orbital Video Archive, filled with VHS cassette tapes, editing equipment, and other things every growing video artist needs. We live and work in Earth orbit, and all the work in our project comes from this central idea. The narrative is in constant flux, as Derek and I write it, edit it, and just plain make it up as our real, nondiagetic lives, projects, and desires demand. The story is often illogical, irrational, and downright silly, especially as we claim with a surprisingly straight face to be living in Earth orbit while we are sitting right in front of you, our feet firmly on the ground. Living in space, while at the same time living in Iowa City, is fun for me, allowing me mental breathing room, beyond our atmosphere, while never being in actual danger or isolation.
A desire for isolation can be fun, whereas real isolation would just be lonely. for adults. While art patrons may be screaming for ice cream inside, they express their own sophistication by instead eating hummus, a worldly food that rarely is served at an event that may involve a clown, bowling, or birthday cake. Hummus never leaves sprinkles on your shirt, or cream on your face. Its subtle garlic notes are distinguishable enough to separate hummus from a tasteless paste, but yet are not usually enough to impede on the schmoozing to be done at a show. It also doesn't require you to walk around with a bowl, silently proclaiming your willingness to partake in a sometimes silly snack. Hummus makes a statement without the worry of leaving a mark, be it as literal as a stain on your shirt or as intangible as the implication that one has the taste of a child. I tried to push against this seeming abuse of hummus as both a snack and method of defining and projecting the desired self-image of those in the art world with a piece called "Hot N'Ready Made: Against Hummus." A large, hot pizza from Little Caesars, as plebian a pizza as can be found in Iowa City, was offered as part of, yet apart from, the food table at the Intermedia Open House in the Fall of 2010. It was completely devoured in the first five minutes it was presented. I considered it a victory that not only was the pizza devoured and enjoyed by patrons of the art show, but that I had successfully avoided enjoying the pizza myself. While it was nice that I could successfully stick to my dietary directive of avoiding pizza, it was also nice to see people willing to pick up a greasy slice of fun and stick it in their face, potential health and fashion effects be damned.
WORK HARD, PLAY HARD
While one might wonder if I leave any space in my life for things I do not consider to be fun, it would hopefully be obvious that I do consider some things in my life to be serious and not necessarily fun.
A project I have been working on for about a year is a blurrily defined project of self-transformation. The tools of this project have been pain, both physical and psychological, guilt, and hard work. The time spent on this project is not very fun and often feels like punishment.
Over the past year, I have lost 100 pounds, through exercise and diet, neither of which have been fun. The fact that losing weight is not fun is something that I had to come to terms with in my work with a pair of psychology researchers, while I was engaged in Rational Emotive Behavior Therapy experiments, for which I was compensated with Scheel's gift certificates. The reasoning for this is that, much like a drug addict should not be given money that may feed his addiction, a food and fun addict should not be given the means by which to worsen his problem. Admittedly, cash from these therapy sessions would have likely gone to any number of pizza deliverymen.
These gift certificates were eventually used to buy exercise equipment, allowing me to continue the work of changing myself, both in mind and body. The conclusion I came to in this work, that the pain and punishment of diet and exercise would be a necessary part of any change, is quite serious. A bit of a masochistic streak was helpful, as I began to enjoy and often crave the soreness, fatigue, aches, and injuries that were always accompanied by subsequent rest, relaxation, recovery, and revelry. Punishing myself in this way would allow me to alleviate my guilt, allowing me to be happier then I from exercise were also nice. Figure 6 . Scheels Gift Card* *Note: The gift cards were always given to me at the beginning of the therapy session, which sort of complicated feelings I might have had about the process. Not too badly, however.
A discovery along the way, however, has been that engaging in these practices, which are certainly not a game and are often not fun, has allowed me to participate in many more things than I could have before. My experience in the infinite games of life and art has been expanded and enriched. In advocating for play in life and art, I do not mean to argue that there is no room for work. I hope to point out, however, that work, when necessary, should be looked at as a means, not an end. 
I'D RATHER BE MAKIN' VIDS -SPACE CAMP
The narrative of SpaceCamp, that of the two of us, Derek and I, live on a space station, in some ways shows our desire to extricate ourselves from the finite game that one must often play to live and work in the academy. Our work, our art work, becomes play when it is done not to be critiqued in class or to be used to further pursuits of artistic victory, but rather because it is fun and it is what we want to be doing. Unencumbered by other responsibilities, Derek and I would make videos, just as we do when we are "working." In this way, the line between work and play can seem contextual, which is often the case in SpaceCamp. The Modular Research Concession Platform, also known as the Space Bar, is an attempt to bring a bit of fun and play into art spaces. The bar offers food, drink, small art items, and other small found objects in a barter system that is based on play. Any item at the bar is available for an "awesome price." Awesome is an entirely subjective price based on the level of surprise, humor, playfulness, or seeming rarity of a particular object.
The barter allows both the artist, meaning us, and the viewer to not only barter with objects, but to also negotiate the value of those objects, as very few objects come with a pre-determined level of awesomeness, as assigned by society or any known government. Viewers are asked to participate in an economy in a way they might not be used to, asking them to question both our own absurd economic exchange, as well as the more serious ones they make on a daily basis. The objects exchanged often come from the pockets and purses of art show attendees who had not expected to engage in such bartering. With that in mind, it is a constantly delight and surprise as to what people actually have to exchange, with items the Space Bar has receiving ranging from disembodied doll heads to an 8-year old Adam Engelbrecht's fake ID, issued by the state of Alaska, designating him as 21 and not expiring until the year 3000. The bar, while being a business in some ways, is certainly not a serious business, and is run as an infinite game. Items received go into the bar for future exchanges and money received is set aside to maintain and supply the bar.
FREE ART SCHOOL -A PLACE FOR FUN
A place to play artistically in Iowa City for me has been Public Space One and, by extension, Free Art School. Public Space One is a gallery in Iowa City that has existed as a zone outside of both the art school and of the more "serious" galleries in town. Much of the work is student work, but it is community focused. Free Art School is a very loose collective of artists, projects, and events, headquartered at Public Space One, that aim to both be free and to be freeing. A TIME TO CHILL The last line of our first manifesto is a directive to "Chill Hard Everyday."
Chilling, as Jon Winet has said, is a unique mode of hanging out. The desire to chill is the desire to play and yet work, with the work being disguised as play. Distractions are not something to be avoided, but rather are an integral part of chilling hard. A great deal of work comes out of chilling, but a chill session is not considered a failure if it is not productive. Chilling is time set aside to experiment and play, which in some ways is always productive, as a chill session may provide ideas and techniques to be used and Internet art often engages with the creed of web 2.0, asking, even begging, for participation from other artists, however far-flung they may be. The ubiquity of the internet means that artists from nearly anywhere on the globe might communicate and collaborate as easy as artists sharing a physical space, and thus it should not be surprising that artists meet and work together completely online. There are so many Internet artists because so many people have access to the Internet. For this reason, Internet art is also potentially some of the easiest art to see. There's also no question of who has access to a work's "aura." We all get it. Rachel Greene, in her book Internet Art, correlates the birth of Internet art with the rise of graphical web browsing, a manner of using the web that was easier to teach, quicker to learn, more accessible, and more pleasurable. Simply, Internet art was born once the net became a fun place for most people. that SpaceCamp acted as the goal of SpaceCamp's earliest efforts, and that still is at the heart of the intention of the project, is nearly perfected on Dump.FM. The site has contributed several Internet memes to the collective online society. The use of memes online, on Dump and on the World Wide Web at large, seems to indicate that an everincreasing number of people, many of whom might not consider themselves to be artists or engaging in art, have the desire, will, and tools to communicate their own expression using appropriated images.
SLAPTAGS -MAKING YOUR CITY A MORE FUN PLACE
Stickers interested me as a way to make some parts of Iowa City more interesting and fun. Cable boxes and utility fixtures in Iowa City exist as shiny blank slates, offering nothing visually and any addition, most of which might be called graffiti, can only enhance the object and add visual art content to an object that otherwise offers nothing.
Though the content of the sticker is a parody of a local legend about an Iowa City fixture, the message to question the business practices and motives of moguls in town remains and is likely advanced by the humor of the sticker. These stickers are semi-permanent.
They will stick if left alone, but if they are peeled off, they come off easily, leave no marks, and cause no damage. An upcoming project as I leave Iowa City will be to affix stickers to things in Iowa City as a way to say goodbye to the city. While Space Camp will surely continue after I leave Iowa City, the Space Program will, in some ways, be my way of saying goodbye to Iowa City and Iowa.
As I prepare to leave Iowa City mentally and physically, as well as to leave The University of Iowa, Intermedia, school in general, and this thesis, I will leave a few thoughts here.
All differences between work and play aside, I have heard it said often that if you do something you love, you will never work a day in your life. This is an especially nice way to get around the protestant work ethic that might exist here in the Midwest, especially as a non-practicing Jew.
The one aspect of Judaism, and organized religion as a whole, that I find myself identifying with is the concept of Tikkun Olam. The idea that the universe is broken and that good deeds should be done not to assure one's place in any afterlife, but rather to do one's part in fixing it and making it a better place, feels nice and right to me. It gives me a metaphysical, yet logical reason to want to make the world a nicer and more fun place and I hope that during my time in Iowa, I have done something to make it a bit more interesting. I hope that I am leaving it better than I found it.
Goodbye, Iowa.
It's been fun.
TWENTY MINUTES INTO THE FUTURE
As I prepare to leave, it is looking ever increasingly like I shall not float away on a summer breeze, my talking-umbrella collecting the winds of change to float me to new climates and locales. Perhaps my time in Iowa City is not yet done. What's past is prologue. What happens next, dear reader, is as known to you as it is to I. My ability to exist in a post-graduate state might depend on my ability to exist in a post-human state; to digitize myself and enter the Internet completely, soaking up all the fun and art through osmosis, letting memes become the nuclei of my every virtual cell. Perhaps that is my only hope.
Maybe I'll just start reading more. That sounds nice.
